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2 Kings 5
Grace That Isn’t Free Isn’t Grace

God is sovereign over our every circumstance (5:1-3).
We are first introduced in this chapter to a man named Naaman.  We are given five consecutive positive or admirable descriptions of him, all of which are ideals of masculinity.  This man Naaman was a man’s man, and these descriptions stood out as such in the original context in which it was written and even still in our own today.
(1) “Commander of the army of the king of Syria.”  Naaman was a general.  He was a man of valor, skill, and strategy.  He carried the presence and authority of a commanding officer.

(2-3) “A great man with his master and in high favor.”  Naaman was admired and respected by his subordinates, but he was honored and esteemed by his king.  Not only did he have the authority of a natural leader, but he also carried the support and favor of the king himself.

(4) “By him Yahweh had given victory to Syria.”  Naaman was not merely an academic general, but a tried-and-true victorious veteran.  He had won many battles, and his victories were accomplished by God and given to him as gifts (more on this in a moment).

(5) “He was a mighty man of valor.”  Naaman was strong, brave, courageous, smart, and cunning.  He was a model soldier and officer.

All of these things can be summed up in the phrase, “by him Yahweh had given victory to Syria.”  The one true God was sovereign over the circumstances of Naaman’s life in such a meticulous and detailed way that all five of these descriptions were true.  What father would not want such a biography for his son?  Who would not want a similar summation of his own life?

Naaman had everything anyone could possibly think of desiring.  He had exemplary physical attributes, he was loyal and patriotic, he had great wealth, and he not only had a presence and personality of authority, but also the support of the king himself.  However, we are given a total of six, not five descriptions of Naaman.


(6) “but he was a leper.”

God is no less sovereign, no less in control over this sixth circumstance than he was over the others.  This is often a hard truth to wrestle with, but every time the Scriptures speak of the sovereignty of God, it is always done to rebuke the proud and comfort the saints.  God’s sovereignty is never used to inflict doubt, nor is it taught in order to discourage and demotivate.  God controls both the good and bad circumstances that are in our lives.
I dare say that few of us here can relate to Naaman’s situation.  Granted, every person in here is in the 97th percentile of wealth in human history, but even we can’t compete with the clearly seen opulence of Naaman’s house.  None of us have Washington, D.C. or Nashville on speed dial, and the White House and the Capitol don’t have any of us on speed dial, either.  Few of us walk into a room and immediately command the respect of everyone in it (some do).  Few of us are military veterans.

There is, however, another person in this text that we probably can relate more to: an unnamed Hebrew slave girl.  God is no less sovereign over her in her situation than he was over Naaman’s.  In fact, by combining verses 1-2, we see that God specifically used the military victories of Naaman to carry this girl away and have her serve Naaman’s wife.

“…by him the LORD had given victory to Syria…Now the Syrians on one of their raids had carried off a little girl from the land of Israel, and she worked in the service of Naaman’s wife.”

Most of us would envy Naaman’s position, but I doubt anyone would envy this young woman.  Raymond Dillard writes, 

There was little to commend her in the eyes of her Aramean master and mistress.  She had probably been taken from Israel as a part of the booty from an Aramean raid; she was living testimony to the effectiveness of Naaman as a military commander.  She was an alien in a foreign land, without the rights enjoyed by those who were native-born.  She was young, she was a woman, and she was a slave.  One could scarcely find a person lower in the sociological hierarchy of ancient Aram (Faith in the Face of Apostasy: The Gospel According to Elijah and Elisha 114).

And yet, she was no less under the sovereignty of God than Naaman.  The text doesn’t tell us how long she was in the service of Naaman’s wife, but it was enough time for her love to grow for her master and mistress.  Ultimately, her faith in Yahweh never failed; he kept her, preserved her, and did so for the very purpose of what happens in the rest of chapter 5.

This girl’s faith is nothing short of incredible.  All the things that we read earlier were true of her, and yet, she loves her master and his family and trusts in the power of her God enough to plead with him to find the prophet in Samaria.  Raymond Dillard continues his summary of this girl in this way:

If God would allow us to scan the book of life, whose names would we find there?  Many would be recorded there who came to faith because of the influence of famous preachers or prominent celebrities.  But I suspect that a far, far greater number would be there because of the faithful witness and hope-filled confidence of the humble people of this world” (ibid., emphasis added).

For everyone here, the God who engineered the circumstances of Naaman and his servant girl has engineered your circumstances as well.  You have not escaped his sight nor his wisdom.  You’re most likely not going to be famous or recognized or even thanked for how you minister the gospel and glorify God.  You may not even understand or realize how great an impact God has chosen to make in this world with you.

For example, the people who led each of us to Christ were most likely not nationally or internationally famous preachers and teachers.  They were faithful parents, Sunday School teachers, friends, and coworkers.  Randall and Judy Robertson, Jeff Hardy, Ted Duffey, and David Bayer are not world-renowned people.  Yet those people were absolutely crucial and instrumental in me coming to faith.  Each one of you have similar stories, I’m sure.  Don’t think you have to be famous to be useful or effective.  Let Jesus Christ be famous; let us simply be faithful.
God alone can heal our bodies and souls (5:4-8).
2 Kings 5 is more concerned with the sixth and final description of Naaman than the other five combined.  In fact, this chapter is entirely concerned with the fact that this sixth description renders the first five meaningless and worthless.


Naaman, in all his strength and bravery, could not defeat leprosy in battle.


Naaman, in all his social standing and authority, could not command leprosy to leave or be healed.

Naaman, in all his power and authority and favor with the king, could not outlaw leprosy or banish it from him.

Naaman, in all his wealth, could not pay for the leprosy to be gone.

2 Kings 5 is included in the Scriptures for our benefit and instruction.  This text is not merely a story or a potential movie screenplay.  This text tells us something about ourselves.

No one here (to my knowledge) has leprosy in any form.  The term used in the Bible is actually a broad term that refers to numerous skin diseases and infections.  No one here has this disease, but this text still addresses a problem that is universally true of everyone here and across the world: every single human being in this room and in this world has spiritual leprosy.  It is as real, as serious, and as deadly as Naaman’s physical leprosy.  The term for this is “sin.”

This is precisely what we’ve already seen in Ephesians 2.  Spiritual leprosy is lethal: “And you were dead in the trespasses and sins in which you once walked” (2:1).  It is humanly incurable: “For by grace you have been saved through faith.  And this is not your own doing…” (2:8).

We, like Naaman, in all our supposed strength and bravery, cannot defeat sin in battle.

By nature, we fight for sin, not against it.
We, like Naaman, in all our social standing and authority, cannot command sin to cease and desist.

By nature, we do everything to command sin to increase and grow.

We, like Naaman, in all our power and authority and favor with whomever, cannot outlaw sin or banish it from us.

By nature, we would outlaw holiness if it were possible.

We, like Naaman, in all our wealth, cannot pay for sin to be gone.

By nature, we would pay for God to be gone if it were possible.

We have no more power to make ourselves without sin than Naaman had to cure his leprosy.  We are entirely dependent upon God to make us holy and acceptable before him.  We are entirely dependent upon God to heal us from all our leprosies, whatever form they may take.  This is what Paul means when he describes us as “dead in our trespasses and sins” (Ephesians 2:1) and why we must be “made alive together with Christ,” (Ephesians 2:5) also known as being “born again” (John 3:3).

The king of Syria drafts a letter to be sent with Naaman to the king of Israel in Samaria.  He assumes that the prophet that the servant spoke of would be a party in the king’s court.  Naaman, as was the custom of that time and culture, took gifts with him to reward his healer; however, the amount that he took was exorbitant even by their standards (700-750 pounds of silver, 150 pounds of gold, and ten sets of material for royal clothing).
The kings of Israel were never known for their faithfulness to God, so it is not surprising that Elisha the prophet is nowhere to be found in the king’s court.  The king further demonstrates his unbelief in God by taking the letter as a personal affront and provocation instead of seeking the true God and his prophet who had repeatedly demonstrated both the divine ability and desire to heal and be glorified.

Elisha sends word to the king that Naaman should be sent to him, so that “he shall know that there is a prophet in Israel” (2 Kings 5:8).  Elisha isn’t boasting; he speaks and acts as the representative and mouthpiece of God, so to know that there is a prophet in Israel is to know the God who sent the prophet.

This is a key distinction to make, particularly in our day and time.  It is utterly meaningless and worthless that Martin and Weakley County know the name of Grace Community Church alone.  It accomplishes nothing for us to be known as Baptists or Presbyterians or Methodists or even Christians if God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit are not proclaimed, known, loved, and glorified.

The gospel commands are simply repent and believe (5:9-14).
These verses of our text can be summed up by the truth of Isaiah 55: God’s ways and thoughts are not ours.  Naaman and his entourage arrived at Elisha’s house, and Naaman expected the usual VIP treatment he received everywhere else he went.  It was no secret to anyone that he was a man of importance and standing, and yet, Elisha doesn’t even come out to meet him face-to-face.

Elisha sends a messenger to give Naaman the message of his deliverance.  A messenger!  How demeaning!  How insulting!  How beneath him!

Naaman was furious at this response to his arrival and plight on two fronts, both with the same ultimate root.

(1) He was furious at this perceived insult to his character and position in life.  Notice what he says and how he says it: “ ‘Behold, I thought, “He will surely come out to me and stand and call on the name of Yahweh his God, and wave his hand over the place and cure the leper” ’ ” (2 Kings 5:11, emphasis added).  Naaman expected—demanded even—that he been respected and esteemed for who he was.
(2) He was offended by the simplicity and humiliation of the prescribed remedy: “Elisha sent a messenger to him, saying, ‘Go and wash in the Jordan seven times, and your flesh will be restored to you and you will be clean’… ‘Are not Abanah and Pharpar, the rivers of Damascus, better than all the waters of Israel?  Could I not wash in them and be clean?’ ” (2 Kings 5:10, 12).  Naaman found it utterly ridiculous that he had come all that way to be told to take a bath in the tepid, muddy waters of Jordan.  Abanah and Pharpar were cold, clear, mountain waters; they were much more pleasant to see and be in than the stagnant Jordan.

The root of Naaman’s offense is that he wanted something only God could give (a cure), but he wanted it on the terms that he dictated.  “Naaman wanted ‘vending machine grace’—put your money in and take your blessing” (Dillard 116).  Everything about this encounter with Elisha was intentional—intentionally incendiary to Naaman’s pride.

It was humiliating to not be given deference based on his social status and wealth.  It was humiliating to not be given a dog-and-pony show for his benefit.  It was humiliating to be told to wash in the unappealing Jordan instead of the beautiful, crisp, clear waters of Damascus.

Likewise, God has intentionally made the gospel incendiary to our pride.  It is humiliating to admit that we’re dead in trespasses and sins.  It is humiliating to confront the truth that we are not only not good, but the only thing that keeps us from being as evil as we possibly could be is that God holds us back.  It is humiliating to confess that we’re helpless to change who we are by nature.  It is humiliating to confess that all we once held dear is trash and dung.  It is humiliating to have to trust someone else to do it for us.
Yes, and amen.  It is humiliating.  Because the more we are humbled to the dust, the more glorious and exalted Jesus Christ is.  That’s the point of 2 Kings 5, the point of Ephesians 2, and the point of the whole of Scripture.  We’re not the center of the universe.  Jesus Christ is.
Naaman is obviously not thinking clearly, but as God would have it, his servants were.  They plead with him, “Look, if the prophet had told you to do some wild and crazy thing in order to be healed, wouldn’t you have done it?  Why not do it when it’s something easy, like washing yourself seven times in the Jordan River?”
Naaman wanted a show from God.  He wanted fireworks and laser light shows and rock concerts and a big to-do.  That’s exactly what the Pharisees demanded from Jesus, and Jesus refused to cater to their selfishness, pride, and unbelief.  He told them the only sign he would give them would be his resurrection from the dead; they would need no other sign.

As Christians, we are not exempt from this kind of bargaining mentality, unfortunately.  It disguises itself in the robes of piety and false modesty; it takes the form of “I’m not good enough to read the Bible today.  I’ve had a bad day spiritually; I’ve sinned way too much; I need to get myself right before I come to God or his word or church.”  Jerry Bridges puts it this way: “Your worst days are never so bad that you’re beyond the reach of God’s grace.  And your best days are never so good that you’re beyond the need of God’s grace” (The Discipline of Grace).  Believer, don’t fall into the trap of thinking that you have to re-earn God’s love and favor.  We sing the hymn “Jesus, I My Cross Have Taken,” and in the fifth verse it says,

Think what Spirit dwells within thee


Think what Father’s smiles are thine


Think that Jesus died to win thee


Child of heaven canst thou repine?

Jesus Christ alone saved you from your sins and made you acceptable to God; Jesus Christ alone keeps you acceptable before God.  You don’t have to put on a show for God any more than he will put on a show for your whims.

The commands of the gospel are to repent and believe.  Over and over in the Scriptures, this is the answer to the question, “What must I do to be saved?”  Jesus preached the gospel, which consisted of this message according to Mark 1: “The time is fulfilled, the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the gospel!” (1:15).  Peter told the crowds in Jerusalem at Pentecost to repent of their sins and be baptized (an outward expression of their inward faith in Christ Jesus) in Acts 2.  Paul and Silas told the Philippian jailer that he must believe in the Lord Jesus to be saved (Acts 16:31).

The Christian life begins when we first repent and believe the gospel of Jesus Christ; God alone makes this possible for us.  The Christian life continues by repenting and believing the gospel of Jesus Christ; God alone keeps us in his grace.  Our salvation didn’t depend on us to begin with; take great comfort and relief and rest in the fact that it doesn’t depend on us to keep our salvation until the end.
Naaman didn’t have to do any great thing; he simply had to trust in the promises of God.  Naaman had faith in the power and word and truthfulness of God, and he was restored—flesh and heart—as a result.

We don’t have to do any great thing to be pleasing to God.  

If you’re not a believer—if you haven’t trusted in Jesus Christ to save you from God’s wrath that you deserve for your sins—then you must simply repent of your sins and believe in the Good News of Jesus Christ’s perfect life, sacrificial, substitutionary death, and victorious resurrection from the dead.  Don’t try to please God; Jesus Christ has already done that perfectly.  Just believe in him.

If you are a believer, then don’t ever fall into the trap of thinking that you can fall out of God’s “good graces” and you have to work your way back into them.  God said of Jesus, “This is my Beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased.”  If you are in Christ, then you are well-pleasing to God as long as Christ is.  You did nothing to make Christ pleasing to God, and you can do nothing to make him unpleasing to the Father.  Therein lies our confidence and security.
Grace is a gift, not a lease or a loan (5:15-18).
Naaman returned to Elisha’s house a new man in just about every sense of the word.  He confesses his newborn faith in the true God as the only God.  He also offers a gift of gratitude to Elisha, which Elisha refuses.
While it may appear that Elisha (and God) are slamming Naaman down again, it’s actually a tremendously gracious and utterly important thing that Elisha does here.  Elisha is defending Naaman, defending himself, and defending the name and honor of God.

(1) Naaman’s particularly entangling sin was his own pride, so for Elisha to refuse to accept a gift, he was guarding Naaman’s heart from himself.  Naaman wasn’t immediately sanctified (made holy, conformed to the image of Jesus Christ) when he came up out of the Jordan; he would still be tempted to sin.  Had he given Elisha money, he would be tempted to think that he earned or bought his deliverance, and thus in so doing deny the grace of God in his life.

Here is an excellent picture for us as Grace Community Church.  What better way to love one another and help each other pursue holiness and Christ-likeness than to guard one another’s hearts against temptation?

John Piper has an article in which he gives an acrostic—ANTHEM—to help fight against temptation.  In that particular context, he’s referring to the temptation to lustful thoughts, but the principles apply to temptation in general.  Use this for yourself, but also for your brothers and sisters.

A – Avoid as much as possible.


N – Say No as quickly as possible.


T – Turn your mind forcefully toward Christ as a superior satisfaction.

H – Hold the promise and pleasure of Christ firmly in your mind until it pushes the temptation away.

E – Enjoy a superior satisfaction in Jesus.

M – Move into a useful activity away from the source of temptation.


Fight for each other!
(2-3) Elisha is defending his own character and name against the appearance of impropriety.  By receiving a gift from Naaman, even what appears to be one from a genuine heart and good motive, would give the appearance to the nation and king that Elisha was in it for the money.  Taking a gift would destroy the effectiveness of his ministry and testimony to the surpassing value of God—the very thing he was preaching to them.

Just as Elisha had told the king that Naaman would know that there was a prophet in Israel, Elisha would have the king and the nation know that his faith was in the God whose grace and provision had proven faithful and true many times over.
Notice here, the evidence of Naaman’s changed heart.  While verses 17-18 have caused interpretive fits to scholars and pastors over the centuries, what’s clear here is that Naaman is not the same man he was when he arrived.

(1) Notice the change in attitude.  Instead of demanding his perceived rights, he now politely and humbly asks for what he desires: “…please let your servant at least be given two mules’ loads of earth…” (2 Kings 5:17, emphasis added).  When Naaman arrived at Elisha’s house, there were servants there, but Naaman didn’t count himself as one, and he wasn’t used to saying “please.”

(2) Notice the once-absent consciousness of sin and the now-present desire for worship.  Whatever the reason is that he wants all that dirt, and however we interpret verse 18, what is clear is that Naaman desires to offer pleasing worship to Yahweh alone and that he desires not to sin against the Lord who saved him.

Jesus Christ humbled himself to serve us; in fact, he said that he didn’t come to be served, but to serve. For us, let us be quick to be humble; the attitude (if not the words) “your servant” should be constantly upon our hearts and lips to one another here in this fellowship.  One way—a chief way—to do that is to identify and encourage one another where we see grace.  It’s just as important for us to tell one another where we see God’s grace at work in our lives as it is to confront one another about sin, possibly more important even.
We have done nothing to earn God’s favor, so we must not think that others have to (5:19-27).
It would be nice if chapter 5 ended with verse 19; Elisha tells Naaman, “Go in peace.”  This is not simply, “So long, farewell, auf wiedersehen, goodbye!”  Shalom is covenantal peace.  Elisha bids farewell to Naaman with a benediction of God’s peace upon his soul and life.  Romans 5:1 offers a similar benediction: “Therefore, having been justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ.”  We have the same peace that Naaman had.
Unfortunately, sin rears its ugly head before we’re through with this episode in Elisha’s life.  Gehazi, Elisha’s servant, can’t stand the fact that his master healed the enemy, pronounced covenant blessing on him, and refused to take anything out of all the wealth that Naaman brought with him.  Listen to the contempt in his voice:
“Behold, my master has spared this Naaman the Aramean, by not removing from his hands what he brought.  As Yahweh lives, I will run after him and take something from him” (2 Kings 5:20, emphasis added).

Gehazi couldn’t stand the fact that this foreigner would receive grace without earning it.  Surely a scumbag Gentile would have to do something to earn his salvation; it’s not right that he gets off “scot-free,” as one translation has this verse!

This is the very thing that Paul dealt with at the end of Ephesians 2.  Jesus Christ humbled himself to take the form of a servant, not claiming the status and power and authority that were rightfully his, and died on the cross for Jew and Gentile alike.  Both Jew and Gentile are under sin, and both need a Savior.  Jesus has torn down every barrier to the gospel, and like the Jewish Christians in Acts, we are to rejoice at every sinner who repents, regardless of where they’re from or what they look like.

Our Lord delighted in saving Naaman’s soul, and Gehazi couldn’t get past his own greed and jealousy to delight in Naaman’s redemption.  The text that we read earlier from Luke 4 addresses an entire group of Gehazis: the Pharisees.  Jesus used this event in Israel’s history to point out to the Pharisees that faith in God’s promises saves, and that faith was not found in Israel but in a foreigner in Elisha’s day, just like faith was being found in “tax collectors and sinners” instead of the religious elite in Jesus’ day.  The Pharisees trusted in the fact that they were ethnic, national Jews to save them; according to Jesus in Luke 4 and Paul in Romans and Galatians, Naaman the Aramean was a true son of Abraham, unlike them.

Likewise, how fitting is it that the tenth leper healed in Luke 17 was a Samaritan.  Naaman was a Syrian, healed of his leprosy and saved from his sins in Samaria; Gehazi was a Hebrew and died in both his leprosy and his sin.  The nine Jews were healed of their leprosy; the tenth was healed of his sin as well.

Let us never begrudge anyone the gospel, because to do so is a deadly serious matter.  God did not take Gehazi’s sin lightly.  The greed and the lies that he told Naaman were surface sins that sprang from the root of a hateful, bitter heart.  Naaman left that day cleansed from all his leprosy—physical and spiritual; Gehazi left that day cursed forever for the consequences of his sin.

Conclusion and Invitation to the Table
We come to the table now to celebrate our cleansing.  Isaiah 1:18 says that though our sins be as red as scarlet, God himself will wash us to be as white as snow.  This is what we’re celebrating in this bread and juice.  God had favor on Godless pagan Gentiles like us, and we are now sons of Abraham, brothers and sisters to Jesus Christ, joint-heirs of the Kingdom of God.

We take this meal and join with men and women from countless eras, countries, languages, and races.  We join with fellow brothers and sisters to celebrate and worship what our one Lord has given us: one faith, one baptism, one gospel.  We are adopted by the one God and Father of all who is over all.

If you’re a believer in the Lord Jesus, having repented of your sins and trusted in the perfect obedience of Jesus Christ to save you from God’s wrath, then you are welcomed and encouraged to join us at the Lord’s Table.  Eat and drink in worship and adoration to what Jesus Christ has done.
If you’re not a believer in the Lord Jesus, then do not take this bread and juice.  To take this is to lie, and Paul says that eating and drinking unworthily is eating and drinking judgment upon yourself.  By the mercies of God, I plead with you to repent of your sins and put your faith and hope in Jesus.  Come talk to me or Chad or Philip or a Christian friend here.  Do not leave today like Gehazi, with God’s judgment hanging over you.  You don’t have to.  Leave today like Naaman, going in the peace that comes from being right with God and justified by Jesus Christ.
